Raymond Carver

1—.‘Em is where things stood when my

brother called one Sunday afternoon in early May. I had the windows
open, and a nice breeze moved through the house. The radio was playing
The hillside behind the house was in bloom. But I began to sweat érmo.
I heard his voice on the line. I hadn’t heard from him since the dispute
over the five hundred, so I couldn’t believe he was going to try and touch
Bw for more money now. But I began to sweat anyway. He asked how
things stood with me, and I launched into the payroll thing and all. I talked
about oatmeal, cocaine, fish canneries, suicide, bank jobs, and how I
couldn’t go to the movies or eat out. I said I had a hole in my shoe. I talked
about the payments that went on and on to my former wife. He knew all
about this, of course. He knew everything I was telling him. Still, he said
he was sorry to hear it. I kept talking. It was his dime. But as he talked
I started thinking, How are you going 1o pay for this call, Billy? Then it came
to me that / was going to pay for it. It was only a matter of minutes, or
seconds, until it was all decided. v
e I looked out the window. The sky was blue, with a few white clouds
in _.ﬁ. Some birds clung to a telephone wire. I wiped my face on my sleeve
I didn’t know what else I could say. So I suddenly stopped talking and _.cm»
stared out the window at the mountains, and waited. And that’s when my
brother said, “‘I hate to ask you this, but—"" When he said that my heart
did this sinking thing. And then he went ahead and asked. v

This time it was a thousand. A thousand! He was worse off than when
he’d called that other time. He let me have some details. The bill collec-
tors were at the door—the door! he said—and the windows rattled, the
house shook, when they hammered with their fists. Blam, blam &Exv he
said. There was no place to hide from them. His house was m_on Hm be
pulled out from under him. “Help me, brother,” he said.

Where was I going to raise a thousand dollars? I took a good grip on
the receiver, turned away from the window, and said, “‘But you didn’t pay
me back the last time you borrowed money. What about that?”’

“I didn’t?”’ he said, acting surprised. “‘I guess I thought I had. I
wanted to, anyway. I tried to, so help me God.” ,

: “You were supposed to pay that money to Mom,"” I said. “But you
,A_A_;:.r I had to keep giving her money every month, same as always,
here’s no end to it, Billy. Listen, I take one step forward and [ go two
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steps back. I'm going under. You're all going under, and you're pulling
me down with you.”

“I paid her some of it,” he said. “‘I did pay her a little. Just for the
record,” he said, “‘I paid her something.”

“She said you gave her fifty dollars and that was all.”

“No,” he said, “‘I gave her seventy-five. She forgot about the other
twenty-five. I was over there one afternoon, and I gave her two tens and
a five. I gave her some cash, and she just forgot about it. Her memory’s
going. Look,” he said, “‘I promise I'll be good for it this time, I swear to
God. Add up what I still owe you and add it to this money here I'm trying
to borrow, and I'll send you a check. We’ll exchange checks. Hold on to
my check for two months, that’s all I’'m asking. I’ll be out of the woods
in two months’ time. Then you’ll have your money. July 1st, I promise,
no later, and this time I can swear to it. We're in the process of selling
this little piece of property that Irma Jean inherited a while back from her
uncle. It’s as good as sold. The deal has closed. It’s just a question now
of working out a couple of minor details and signing the papers. Plus, I've
got this job lined up. It’s definite. I'll have to drive fifty miles round trip
every day, but that’s no problem—hell, no. I'd drive a hundred and fifty
if I had to, and be glad to do it. I'm saying I'll have money in the bank
in two months’ time. You’ll get your money, all of it, by July 1st, and you
can count on it.”

“Billy, I love you,” I said. “But I've got a load to carry. I'm carrying
a very heavy load these ddys, in case you didn’t know.”

“That’s why I won’t let you down on this,”” he said. ““You have my
word of honor. You can trust me on this absoliitely. I promise you my
check will be good in two months, no later. Two months is all I'm asking
for. Brother, I don’t know where else to turn. You're my last hope.”

I did it, sure. To my surprise, I still had some credit with the bank,
so I borrowed the money, and I sent it to him. Our checks crossed in the
mail. I stuck a thumbtack through his check and put it up on the kitchen
wall next to the calendar and the picttire of my son standing under that
tree. And then I waited.

I kept waiting. My brother wrote and asked me not to cash the check
on the day we’d agreed to. Please wait 4 while longer is what he said. Some
things had come up. The job he’d been promised had fallen through at
the last minute. That was one thing that came up. And that little piece of
property belonging to his wife hadn’t sold after all. At the last minute,
she'd had a change of heart about selling it. It had been in her family for
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